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Salvadoran Attorney General Manuel Cordova announced June 4 that the case involving the 1980
murder of three nuns and a lay worker from the US would remain closed despite efforts by human
rights groups to reopen the investigation. Later in the month, a Criminal Court judge ordered the
release of three of the five former national guard members who were convicted of the murders in
1984. The movement to reopen the case gained momentum after the guardsmen told The New York
Times in April they acted under orders from superiors (see NotiCen, 05/07/98).
Cordova said the men were convicted of common, not political, crimes and that his office was not
the proper authority to make moral or historical judgements on the matter. Besides, the statute of
limitations on the crime has run out, he said. In May, US State Department spokesman James Rubin
asked Salvadoran authorities to investigate the guardsmen's charges, leaving "no stone unturned"
to find others who might have been involved. President Armando Calderon Sol said he would
cooperate in such an investigation, but added that the division of powers in El Salvador require him
to respect decisions of the judicial branch.
On June 25, Criminal Court Judge Gloria Platero ordered three of the five former guard members
released under a new law designed to reduce prison crowding through the early release of prisoners
with good behavior who have served part of their sentence. The release of the guard members is
provisional, and they are required to report periodically to the court and pay an annual fine of US
$250. All five men were originally sentenced to 30-year terms in 1984. The two others convicted in
the case were not included in the order because of offenses committed while in prison. Execution
of the release order has been temporarily suspended while Platero considers a defense attorney's
motion to release all five of the men.
Rubin expressed the US government's regret regarding the release but did not criticize the decision
not to investigate the possible involvement of superior officers in the murders. He left open the
possibility that the US would carry out its own investigation. "With respect to them not reopening
the case, they're interpreting their law and we have to respect that," said Rubin. "That's why I said
that even if criminal prosecutions are not possible, we want to see the full truth learned, and we
want follow-up to these developments."

US releases documents concerning the case
US government documents, released in June to the victims' families and to the Lawyers Committee
for Human Rights, suggest both governments had reason to believe the guardsmen acted under
orders from army officers. The documents show that in 1985 then defense minister Gen. Jose
Guillermo Garcia told the US ambassador in San Salvador, Thomas Pickering, that he suspected
Col. Edgardo Casanova might have given the order to kill the churchwomen. At the time, Casanova
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was commander of the military zone where the murders took place, and he later served as defense
minister. He now lives in the US.
In a printed summary of the documents released to the press, Pickering is quoted as cabling
superiors in the State Department, "When it became clear the women had been murdered, he
[Garcia] thought immediately of Col. Edgardo Casanova. Without recounting specifics, Gen. Garcia
noted that sometime before the churchwomen incident something similar had happened within
the territory falling under Casanova's jurisdiction." The documents also reveal that deputy defense
minister Col. Rafael Flores told Pickering he had information that "Edgardo Casanova had been
aware of and possibly ordered the murder of the churchwomen."
While the documents do not directly implicate Casanova or other high-ranking officers, they do
suggest that both the US and Salvadoran authorities believed higher-ups might have been involved
but did nothing about it. This contradicts both governments' assertions through the years that the
five guard members acted on their own. Following release of the US documents, Defense Minister
Jaime Guzman Morales announced that he would hand over any relevant military documents if the
judiciary asks for them.
The Salvadoran government's handling of the case has come under fire at home as well as in the
US. During a Sunday homily, Gregorio Rosa Chavez, auxiliary bishop of San Salvador, criticized the
attorney general's decision not to reopen the case. "With that kind of mentality, we cannot overcome
the past," he said. "The most troubling thing is that, in our institutions, there is an anxiety about
confronting our history and a rush to forget the most horrible events." Early release causes concern
about impunity The case has heightened a growing concern in El Salvador that the judicial system is
contributing to impunity.
The Corte Suprema de Justicia recently prevented the investigation of Farabundo Marti para la
Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) leader Schafik Handal regarding a kidnapping case because, as a
congressional deputy, he has immunity. In another case, the courts released a drug trafficker and a
kidnapper under the early-release law.
The release of Rodolfo Lopez Sibrian, convicted in 1988 of kidnapping five business executives,
prompted the Asociacion Nacional de la Empresa Privada (ANEP) to begin a campaign to have
the penal code revised. Attorneys for the association warned that early release gives kidnappers a
degree of impunity and puts business people in jeopardy. [Sources: The Miami Herald, 06/13/98; La
Prensa (Honduras), 06/15/98; Spanish news service EFE, 06/15/98, 06/25/98, 06/26/98; El Diario de
Hoy (El Salvador) 06/27/98; La Prensa Grafica (El Salvador) 06/25/98, 06/27/98; Notimex, 06/04/98,
06/25/98, 06/27/98, 06/28/98; Latin America and Caribbean Security Update, 06/28/98; Associated
Press, 07/07/98]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

